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THE GIFT
John Ponzio
“Hello.”
Across the courtyard from the window where he was standing,
a short, dark woman slid open her balcony door and stepped out.
He spoke into the phone, “Hello Cathy, it’s me.”
The woman on the balcony bent over, reached through the
door into the darkness of the apartment, and emerged holding a cat
against her chest. Her lips moved slowly as she raised the animal to
her face, then she set it down beside her.
The telephone was silent. He pictured Cathy’s blond hair fly-
ing, and the flash in her blue eyes, as she slammed down the receiver
— he could almost hear the loud crash over the wire. But instead, she
asked, “What do you want?”
“I heard you were leaving,” he replied, “that you were moving
to California.”
After a moment, she answered, “Sacramento.”
“Is what’s-his-name going with you?”
“You know his name.”
“I know.”
“Yes. He is.”
“Well,” he said, “I’m glad you’re finalJy getting to go. But it’s
a long way.”
“It’s not far enough, believe me,” she replied. “I can’t wait to
get out of here.”
“You know, Cathy, I’d like to see you again before you
leave.”
From the tomb-like silence at her end, he thought again that
she was going to hang up, but she said, “Keith! No!”
“But Cath. I’ll never see you again.”
“No. I won’t go through that again. It’s too . . .” She stopped.
“Confusing.”
“Why is it so confusing to just see me? For old times sake.”
“Because you look too good, and I don’t want to think about
it.”
“So do you.”
“Stop it!” she said. “No. I don’t want you to start that again.
It doesn’t matter now. It’s too late to be that way now. Why
couldn’t you have been like that when we were together?”
“1 guess I never had to.”
“You had to, you just didn’t know it.”
“That’s always the problem.”
“Why did you have to call me anyway? I’m happy now and
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that’s something 1 never was with you. You don’t know how to be
< happy. You’re always thinking. You don’t know how to stop and just
I
be happy with the way things are.”
I
“Cath. Wait.”
I
“So why did you have to call now and get me so confused? I
loved you, but you were the one. You were the one who couldn’t let
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me in. And now you call and start it up again.”
“Cath, don’t. I just wanted to see you.”
He could hear the tears in her voice, and he could picture
them running down her cheeks and dripping into dark wet spots on
the front of the old grey sweatshirt she wore around the house. He
closed his eyes and leaned his forehead against the window. He could
still see her the first time she tried to make him a pizza; she put the
soggy mess on the table in front of him and then fled the room in
tears; and the day he stood among the boxes and the clutter of the
new apartment, leaning satisfied against the closed door, holding her
close with his chin resting on her shoulder and feeling the warm
wetness of her tears on his arm; and the time she came home and
found him sitting by the open drawer, silent, staring at the photo-
graph in his hand — the photograph of her smiling, and what’s-his-
name standing next to her with his arm around her waist — and she,
bursting Into tears and crying “Damn you!”, swung wildly, hitting
him on the side of the face with her closed fist, and ran from the
room.
On the balcony across the courtyard, the woman took some-
thing out of her pocket and offered it to the cat, sitting still beside
her. The cat stood up, stretched it’s legs one at a time, turned it’s
back on the woman, and tiptoed over to the other side of the
balcony.
“Cathy,” he said, “it’s okay. You’re doing fine. I just wanted
to tell you before you go that I’m not. Things just haven’t been that
good for me since you left, no matter what it looks like. I try, but I
just can’t make anything matter anymore.”
“Why are you telling me this? Why are you calling me now
and telling me all this?”
“I don’t know,” he said. “I didn’t know how you’d be. I
didn’t know what to think.”
“Look Keith,” she said, “don’t think. You’ve just got to take
it easy. Don’t think so much, just be happy.”
Across the courtyard, the woman turned away and walked
back into the apartment. She reached to shut the door as the cat
rushed through the narrow opening between her feet and was swal-
lowed by the dimness of the room beyond. Then the woman turned
and was gone.
“We’re never going to see each other again,” he said.
“I know.”
He looked out at the now empty balcony and at the closed
glass door.
“Well, I hope you do all right. Take care of yourself.”
“You too,” she replied, “and be happy, okay?”
“I’ll try,” he said. “I’ll certainly try.”
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